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social engagements. With the Bologna 
system, everything is fitted to match a 
40 hour per week work schedule for the 
entire year allowing only for 6 weeks of 
holiday and one week of illness. Many 
students are now protesting against 
this reduction of university to a school-
like system. 
Students also protested against 
tuition fees, which have been 
introduced only recently in a break 
with a long tradition of free higher 
education for all who qualify. Fees are 
the responsibility of the state (Länder) 
governments. Some of them have not 
introduced any fees yet, and Hesse has 
already abolished the fees it introduced. 
Students are also demanding better 
conditions in terms of staff funding and 
infrastructure. In theory, the Bologna 
reform was meant to improve the 
conditions for students, but there isn’t 
much evidence that this has worked 
out as planned. Some also object to 
the excellence initiative by which some 
‘elite’ universities are singled out to 
receive additional funding, while other 
institutions are left out in the cold. 
In addition to the students with their 
agenda, pupils of secondary schools 
have also joined the protests with 
another catalogue of requests. And 
not only are the demands quite vague 
and diffuse, the protesters are also 
lacking an address where to deliver 
them. Uniquely, education in Germany 
is funded by the federal government, 
but administrated with a high level of 
independence by the governments of 
the 16 federal states. Thus, if federal 
government cuts the education 
budget, the state governments have 
to figure out how to cope. 
University leaders, federal and state 
politicians have all expressed some 
sympathy with the student protests, 
typically by blaming one or all of the 
other parties involved for the failure 
of the system. 
Not quite knowing whom to attack, 
the students have directed their 
actions mostly against their own 
facilities, holding sit-ins in lecture halls 
and other university venues. Protests in 
several universities are simmering on, 
but still without much of a clear focus, 
much like the Bologna process which 
they protest against. But nothing like 
the 1968 protests which rattled the 
cage significantly more.
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page at www.michaelgross.co.ukThis year marks the centenary of 
the purchase of two small patches 
of rich wetland habitat in the east of 
England, marking one of the earliest 
attempts to create nature reserves. 
Charles Rothschild, a member of 
the wealthy London banking family, 
bought Holme and Woodwalton 
Fens, with the appreciation that the 
drainage of surrounding areas, which 
had been going on for hundreds of 
years, was turning the previously rich 
habitat into intensive agricultural land 
at the expense of wildlife.
But there is growing awareness 
that the intensive cultivation of these 
peat-rich soils is leading to the 
loss of topsoil, lowering the ground 
level in relation to the surrounding 
drainage channels and seas, leading 
to increasing costs of keeping water 
at bay. And, with the prospect of 
rising sea levels as a result of climate 
change, the challenge of maintaining 
the status quo is increasingly 
daunting.
So a plan has been developed to 
return a large chunk of this landscape 
back to the wetland it once was. And  
the two reserves, along with a few 
other small tracts of protected land 
among the increasingly species-poor 
agricultural land, are now to provide 
the seedbed for one of Europe’s 
largest conservation programmes. 
In the face of sinking fenland 
agricultural land and rising sea levels, 
a plan to recreate more than 1,000 
hectares of wetland habitat from 
current agricultural land has been 
gaining increasing support. And the 
fenland reserves will provide a vital 
source of species able to re-colonise 
the new habitat.
 The Great Fen project, hatched by 
a number of conservation bodies, will 
recreate more than 1,000 hectares 
of fenland habitat, which originally 
covered thousands of square 
kilometres of eastern England around 
the Wash estuary — a wintering site 
for thousands of migratory seabirds 
already considered one of the most 
important sites in Europe. But apart 
from the birds, the Great Fen will be 
a major resource for many rare and 
endangered species, from butterflies 
and dragonflies to shrews and other 
small mammals. The Fen will also be 
developed as a major recreational 
facility with provision for walking, 
cycling, riding and boating. And it 
may also provide a large zone to 
absorb floodwater from surrounding 
low-lying areas, increasing its 
attraction to local people.
Planners for the Great Fen imagined 
a long-term project, but in 2007 
the country’s lottery fund provided 
a donation of £8.9 million — the 
The centenary of a small nature 
reserve this year marks its key role 
in a major new wetland conservation 
project. Nigel Williams reports.
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Haven: Woodwalton Fen, bought by Charles Rothschild 100 years ago, is now a key element 
in a much larger conservation project in England’s fenlands. (Photo: Wildlife Trusts.)
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R41largest ever donation it had made 
to a natural heritage project in 
England — highlighting the appeal 
and significance of this project. 
Paying millions of pounds of public 
money to flood large areas of 
farmland might once have seemed 
bizarre, but it makes sense to 
modern conservationists, the project 
organisers say. In recent decades 
conservationists have come to realise 
that the bigger the scale on which 
conservation is carried out, the more 
effective it is.
The Great Fen hopes to help protect 
the fen violet — currently found in 
only three locations in the UK — the 
fen wood-rush and the fen ragwort. 
Dragonflies, nightingales, marsh 
harriers and the bittern are all hoped 
to be flagship species to benefit. 
There are hopes that the spoonbill 
and common crane, currently rare 
visitors to the UK, could also become 
established.
The partners are very pleased 
with the progress. “I am absolutely 
delighted,” said Nick Hammond, 
director of the local Wildlife Trust. 
“We originally thought we would be 
where we are today in about 2025. 
I think the project really has caught 
people’s imagination.”
The loss of agricultural land to 
wetland habitat might seem odd, 
but flood protection and the planned 
new leisure and tourist opportunities 
have won over many locals in support 
of the scheme. And the boost given 
by the country’s lottery fund was 
also welcomed by the president of 
the project, actor Stephen Fry. The 
fund “has recognised the enormous 
value of the Great Fen Project and 
its unique, pioneering approach to 
this precious, delicate and beautiful 
landscape,” he said.
This region of England is one 
of the poorest for wildlife, with 
much land given over to intensive 
agriculture, a landscape which, 
even in overcrowded Britain, is 
unusual. But, by greatly expanding 
the small existing fenland reserves, 
conservationists hope to expand 
substantially the rich flora and fauna 
originally found in the region.
And the fact that this is a possibility 
is substantially a result of the 
prescience of Charles Rothschild. 
His awareness of the destruction 
of fenland wildlife in the face of 
relentless drainage and expanding 
agriculture which spurred him to 
purchase the land around two 
small fens has proved vital. He 
managed his estate at Ashton Wold 
in Northamptonshire to maximise 
its suitability for wildlife, especially 
butterflies. He was concerned about 
the loss of wildlife habitats and 
had the wealth from his banking 
family to buy the key fenland sites. 
At Woodwalton Fen he also built 
a weekend home, wisely on stilts 
to cope with the fluctuating water 
levels, which was a favoured retreat 
over many years. In 1912 he set 
up the Society for the Promotion 
of Nature Reserves, the forerunner 
of the Wildlife Trusts partnership, 
which now covers all areas of the 
UK. In 1915 the society produced a 
schedule of the best wildlife sites 
in the country, some of which were 
purchased as nature reserves, 
establishing the precedent followed 
by several other organisations. The 
Great Fen Project would no doubt 
have met with his approval.
Desert: Large tracts of former fenland in Eastern England have been drained over centuries for intensive agriculture, but a new project will 
restore hundreds of hectares to wetland habitat. (Photo: Chris Sharp/Photolibrary.)
